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THE NICHE FOR LIGHTS 

( Mishkat al-Anwdr ) 

Praise to ALLAH! who poureth forth light; and giveth sight; and, from His mysteries' height, 
removes the veils ofnight! 

And Prayer for MUHAMMED! of all lights the Light; Sire of them that do the right; Beloved 
ofThe Sovereign ofMight; Evangelist of the forgiven in his sight; to Him devoted quite; to 
sinner and to infidel the Arm that knows tojight and smile! 

You have asked me, dear brother— and may Allah decree for you the quest of man's chiefest 
bliss, make you candidate for the Ascent to the highest height anoint your vision with the 
light of Reality, and purge your inward parts from all that is not the Real!— You have asked 
me, I say, to communicate to you the mysteries of the Lights Divine, together with the 
allusions behind the literal meaning of certain texts in the Koran and certain sayings in the 
Traditions. 
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And principally this text[l]:— 

"Alldh is the Light ofthe Heavens and ofthe Earth. The similitude ofHis Light is as it were a 
Niche wherein is a Lamp: the Lamp within a Glass: the Glass as it were a pearly Star. From 
a Tree right blessed is it lit, an Olive-tree neither ofthe East nor ofthe West, the Oil whereof 
were well-nigh luminous though Fire touched it not: Light upon Light! 

"But asfor the Inficlels, their deeds are as it were massed Darkness upon some fathomless 
sea, the which is overwhelmed with billow topped by billow topped by cloud: Darkness on 
Darkness piled! so that when a man putteth forth his hand he well-nigh can see it not. Yea, 
the manfor whom Alldh doth not cause light, no light at cdl hath he. " 

What is the significance of His comparison of LIGHT with Niche, and Glass, and Lamp, and 
Oil, and Tree? 

And this Tradition 

"Alldh hath Seventy Thousand Yeils of 


[1. The Light-Verse in S. 24, 35. The Darkness-Verse. which almost immediately lollows, and is mentioned in 
the exposition, has been added.] 
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Light ancl Darkness: were He to withdraw their curtain, then would the splendours ofHis 
Aspect[ 1 ] surely consume evervone who apprehended Him with his sight. " 

Such is your request. But in making it you have assayed to climb an arduous ascent, so high 
that the height thereof cannot be so much as gauged by mortal eyes [p. 3]. You have knocked 
at a locked door which is only opened to those who know and "are established in 
knowledge."[2] Moreover, not every mystery is to be laid bare or made plain, but- 

"Noble hearts seal mysteries like the tomb." 

Or, as one of those who Know has said- 

"To divulge the secret of the Godhead is to deny God." 

Or, as the Prophet has said— 

"There is a knowledge like the form of a hidden 
thing, known to none save those who know God." 

If then these speak of that secret, only the Children of Ignorance will contradict them. And 
howsoever many these Ignorants be, the 

[1. Or Countenance; see Introduction, p. 66. 

2. Cf. S. 3, 6.] 
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Mysteries must from the gaze of sinners be kept inviolate. 

But I believe that your heart has been opened by the Light and your consciousness purged of 
the darkness of Ignorance. I will, therefore, not be so niggardly as to deny you direction to 
these glorious truths in all their fineness and all their divineness; for the wrong done in 
keeping Wisdom from her Children is not less than that of yielding her to those who are 
Strangers to her. As the poet hath it— 

"He who bestoweth Knowledge on fools loseth it, 

And he who keepeth the deserving from her doeth a wrong." 

You must, however, be content with a very summarized explanation of the subject; for the 
full demonstration of my theme would demand a treatment of both its principles and its parts 
for which my time is at present insufficient, and for which neither my mind nor my energies 
are free. The keys of all hearts are in the hands of Allah: He opens them when He pleases, as 
He pleases, and with what [p. 79} He pleases. At this time, then, it shall suffice to open up to 
you three chapters or parts, whereof the first is as hereunder follows. 
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PART I.--LIGHT, AND LIGHTS: PRELIMINARY STUDIES 

1. "Light" as Physical Light; as the Eye; as the Intelligence 


The Real Light is Allah; and the name "light" is otherwise only predicated metaphorically 
and conveys no real meaning. 

To explain this theme: you must know that the word light is employed with a threefold 
signification: the first [p. 4] by the Many, the second by the Few, the third by the Fewest of 
the Few. Then you must know the various grades of light that relate to the two latter classes, 
and the degrees of the reality appertaining to these grades, in order that it may be disclosed to 
you, as these grades become clear, that ALLAH is the highest and the ultimate Light: and 
further, as the reality appertaining to each grade is revealed, that Allah alone is the Real, the 
True Light, and beside Him there is no light at all. 
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Take now the first signification. Here the word light indicates a phenomenon. Now a 
phenomenon, or appearance, is a relative term, for a thing necessarily appears to, or is 
concealed from, something other than itself; and thus its appearance and its non-appearance 
are both relative. Further, its appearance and its nonappearance are relative to perceptive 
faculties; and of these the most powerful and the most conspicuous, in the opinion of the 
Many, are the senses, one of which is the sense of sight. Further, things in relation to this 
sense of sight fall under these categories: (1) that which by itself is not visible, as dark 
bodies; (2) that which is by itself visible, but cannot make visible anything else, such as 
luminaries like the stars, and fire before it blazes up; (3) that which is by itself visible, and 
also makes visible, like the sun and the moon, and fire when it blazes up, and lamps. Now it 
is in regard to this third category that the name "light" is given: sometimes to that which is 
effused from these luminaries and falls on the exterior of opaque bodies, as when we say 
"The earth is lighted up", or "The light of the sun falls on the earth", or "The lamp-light falls 
on 
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wall or on garment"; and sometimes to the luminaries themselves, because they are self- 
luminous. In sum, then, light is an expression for that which is by itself visible and [p. 5] 
makes other things visible, like the sun. This is the definition of, and the reality concerning, 
light, according to its first signification. 

We have seen that the very essence of light is appearance to a percipient; and that perception 
depends on the existence of two things— light and a seeing eye. For, though light is that which 
appears and causes-to-appear, it neither appears nor causes-to-appear to the blind. Thus 
percipient spirit is as important as perceptible light qua necessary element of perception; nay, 
'tis the more important, in that it is the percipient spirit which apprehends and through which 
apprehension takes place; whereas light is not apprehensive, neither does apprehension takes 
place through it, but merely when it is present. By the word light, in fact, is more properly 



understood that visualizing light which we call the eye. Thus men apply the word light to the 
light of the eye, and say of the weak-sighted that "the light ofhis eye is 
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weak", and of the blear-eyed that "the light ofhis vision is impaired," and of the blind that 
"his light is quenched." Similarly of the pupil of the eye it is said that it concentrates "the 
light of vision, and strengthens it, the eye-lashes being given by the divine wisdom a black 
colour, and made to compass the eye every way round about, in order to concentrate its 
"light." And of the white of the eye it is said that it disperses the "light of the eye" and 
weakens it, so that to look long at a bright white surface, or still more at the sun's light, 
dazzles "the light of the eye" and effaces it, just as the weak are effaced by the side of the 
strong. You understand, then, that percipient spirit is called light; and why it is so called; and 
why it is more properly so called. And this is the second signification, that employed by the 
Few. 

You must know, further, that the light of physical sight is [p. 6] marked by several kinds of 
defects. It sees others but not itself. Again, it does not see what is very distant, nor what is 
very near, nor what is behind a veil. It sees the exterior of things only, not their interior; the 
parts, not the whole; things finite, not 
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things infinite. It makes many mistakes in its seeing, for what is large appears to its vision 
small; what is far, near; what is at rest, at motion; what is in motion, at rest. Here are seven 
defects inseparably attached to the physical eye. If, then, there be such an Eye as is free from 
all these physical defects, would not it, I ask, more properly be given the name of light? 
Know, then, that there is in the mind of man an eye, characterized by just this perfection— that 
which is variously called Intelligence, Spirit, Human Soul. But we pass over these terms, for 
the multiplicity of the terms deludes the man of small intelligence into imagining a 
corresponding multiplicity of ideas. We mean simply that by which the rational man is 
distinguished from the infant in arms, from the brute beast, and from the lunatic. Let us call it 
the Intelligence, following the current terminology. So, then, the intelligence is more properly 
called Light than is the eye, just because in capacity it transcends these seven defects. 

Take the first. The eye does not behold ilselj'. but the intelligence does perceive itself as 
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well as others; and it perceives itself as endowed with knowledge, power, etc., and perceives 
its own knowledge and perceives its knowledge of its own knowledge, and its know, ledge of 
its knowledge of its own knowledge, and so on ad infinitum. Now, this is a property which 
cannot conceivably be attributed to anything which perceives by means of a physical 
instrument like the eye. Behind this, however, [p. 7] lies a mystery the unfolding of which 
would take long. 



Take, now, the second defect: the eye does not see what is very near to it nor what is very far 
away from it; but to the intelligence near and far are indifferent. In the twinkling of an eye it 
ascends to the highest heaven above, in another instant to the confines of earth beneath. Nay, 
when the facts are realized, intelligence is revealed as transcending the very idea of "far" and 
"near," which occur between material bodies; these compass not the precincts of its holiness, 
for it is a pattern or sample of the attributes of Allah. Now the sample must be commensurate 
with the original, even though it does not rise to the 
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degree of equality[l] with it. And this may move you to set your mind to work upon the true 
meaning of the tradition: "Allah created Aclam after His own likeness." But I do not think fit 
at the present time to go more deeply into the same. 

The third defect: the eye does not perceive what is behind the veil, but the intelligence moves 
freely about the Throne, the Sedile, and everything beyond the veil of the Heavens, and 
likewise about the Host Supernal, and the Realm Celestial, just as much as about its own 
world, and its propinquate, (that is its own) kingdom. The realities of things stand unveiled to 
the intelligence. Its only veil is one which it assumes of its own sake, which resembles the 
veil that the eye assumes of its own accord in the closing of its eyelids. But we shall explain 
this more fully in the third chapter of this work. 

The fourth defect: the eye perceives only the exterior surfaces of things, but not their interior; 
may, the mere moulds and forms, not the realities; while intelligence breaks through 

[1. Reading ### which both sense and rhyme demand.l 
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into the inwardness of things and into their secrets; apprehends the reality of things and their 
essential spirits; [p. 8] elicits their causes and laws-from what they had origin, how they 
were created, of how many ideal forms they are composed, what rank of Being they occupy, 
what is their several relation to all other created things, and much else, the exposition of 
which would take very long; wherein I think good to be brief. 

The fifth: the eye sees only a fraction of what exists, for all concepts, and many percepts, are 
beyond its vision; neither does it apprehend sounds, nor yet smells, nor tastes, nor sensations 
of hot and cold, nor the percipient faculties, by which I mean the faculties of hearing, of 
smelling, of tasting. nay, all the inner psychical qualities are unseen to it, joy, pleasure, 
displeasure, grief, pain, delight, love, lust, power, will, knowledge, and innumerable other 
existences. Thus it is narrow in its scope, limited in its field of action, unable to pass the 
confines of the world of colour and form, which are the grossest of all entities; for natural 
bodies are in themselves the grossest of the 
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categories of being, and colour and form are the grossest of their properties. But the domain 
of intelligence is the entirety of existence, for it both apprehends the entities we have 
enumerated, and has free course among all others beside (and they are the major part), 
passing upon them judgments that are both certain and true. To it, therefore, are the inward 
secrets of things manifest, and the hidden forms of things clear. Then tell me by what right 
the physical eye is given equality with the intelligence in claiming the name of Light? No 
verily! it is only relatively light; but in relation to the intelligence it is darkness. Sight is but 
one of the spies of Intelligence [p. 9] who sets it to watch the grossest of his treasures, 
namely, the treasury of colours and forms; bids it carry reports about the same to its Lord, 
who then judges thereof in accordance with the dictates of his penetration and his judgment. 
Likewise are all the other faculties but Intelligence's spies— imagination, phantasy, thought, 
memory, recollection; and behind them are servitors and retainers, constrained to his service 
in this present world of his. These, I say, he constrains, 
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and among these he moves at will, as freely as monarch constrains his vassals to his service, 
yea, and more freely still. But to expound this would take us long, and we have already 
treated of it in the book of my Ihyci ' al-'Ulum, entitled "The Marvels of the Mind". 

The sixth: the eye does not see what is infinite. What it sees is the attributes of known bodies, 
and these can only be conceived as finite. But the intelligence apprehends concepts, and 
concepts cannot be conceived as finite. True, in respect of the knowledge which has actually 
been attained, the content actually presented to the intelligence is no more than finite, but 
potentially it does apprehend that which is infinite. It would take too long to explain this 
fully, but if you desire an example, here is one from arithmetic. In this science the 
intelligence apprehends the series of integers, which series is infinite; further, it apprehends 
the coefficients of two, three, and all the other integers, and to these also no limit can be 
conceived; and it apprehends all the different relations between numbers, and to these also no 
limit can be conceived; and finally it apprehends 
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its own knowledge of a thing, and its knowledge of its knowledge of its knowledge of that 
thing; and so on, potentially, to infinity. 

The seventh: the eye apprehends the large as small. It sees the sun the size of a bowl, and the 
stars like silver-pieces scattered upon a carpet of azure. But intelligence apprehends that the 
stars [p. 10] and the sun are larger, times upon times, than the earth. To the eye the stars seem 
to be standing still, and the boy to be getting no taller. But the intelligence sees the boy 
moving constantly as he grows; the shadow lengthening constantly; and the stars moving 
every instant, through distances of many miles. As the Prophet said to Gabriel, asking: "Has 
the sun moved?" And Gabriel. answered: "No— Yes." "How so?" asked he; and the other 
replied: "Between my saying No and Yes it has moved a distance equal to five hundred 
years." And so the mistakes of vision are manifold, but the intelligence transcends them all. 


Perhaps you will say, we see those who are Possessed of intelligence making mistakes 
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nevertheless, I reply, their imaginative and phantastic faculties often pass judgments and form 
convictions which they think are the judgments of the intelligence. The error is therefore to 
be attributed to those lower faculties. See my account of all these faculties in my MTdr al- 
'Ilm and Malwkk al-Nazar. But when the intelligence is separated from the deceptions of the 
phantasy and the imagination, error on its part is inconceivable; it sees things as they are. 

This separation is, however, difficult, and only attains perfection after death. Then is error 
unveiled, and then are mysteries brought to light, and each one meets the weal or the woe 
which he has already laid up for himself, and "beholds a Book, which reckons each venial 
and each mortal sin, without omitting a single one" \ 1 ] In that hour it shall be said unto him: 
"We hcive stripped from thee the Veil that covered thee and thy vision this day is iron."[ 2] 

Now that covering Veil is even that of the imagination and the phantasy; and therefore the 
man who has been deluded by his own fancies, his false beliefs, and his vain 

[l.S.50, 18. 

2. S. 22, 50.] 
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imaginations, replies: "Our Lord! We have seen Thee and heard Thee! [p.ll] O send us back 
and we will do good.\ 1 ] Verilv now we have certain knowledge ! " 

From all which you understand that the eye may more justly be called Light than the light (so 
called) which is apprehended by sense; and further that the intelligence should more properly 
be called Light than the eye. It would be even true to say that between these two there exists 
so great a difference in value, that we may, nay we must, consider only the INTELLIGENCE 
as deserving the name Light at all. 

2. The Koran as the Sun ofthe Intelligence 

Further you must notice here, that while the intelligence of men does truly see, the things it 
sees are not all upon the same plane. Its knowledge is in some cases, so to speak, given, that 
is, present in the intelligence, as in the case of axiomatic truths, e.g. that the same thing 
cannot be both with and without an origin; or existent and non-existent; or that the same 
proposition cannot be both true and false; or that the judgment which is true 

[1. S. 12, 32.] 
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of one thing is true of an identically similar thing; or that, granted the existence of the 
particular, the existence of the universal must necessarily follow. 

For example, granted the existence of black, the existence of "colour" follows; and the same 
with "man" and "animal"; but the converse does not present itself to the intelligence as 



necessarily true; for "colour" does not involve "black", nor does "animal" involve "man". 

And there are many other true propositions, some necessary, some contingent, and some 
impossible. Other propositions, again, do not find the intelligence invariably with them, when 
they recur to it, but have to shake it up, arouse it, strike flint on steel, in order to elicit its 
spark. Instances of such propositions are the theorems of speculation, to apprehend which the 
intelligence has to be aroused by the dialectic ( kaldm ) of the philosophers. Thus it is when the 
light of philosophy dawns that man sees actually, after having before seen potentially. Now 
the greatest [p. 12] of philosophies is the word ( kaldm ) of Allah in general, and the Koran in 
particular. 
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Therefore the verses of the Koran, in relation to intelligence, have the value of sunlight in 
relation to the eyesight, to wit, it is by this sunlight that the act of seeing is accomplished. 

And therefore the Koran is most properly of all called Light, just as the light of the sun is 
called light. The Koran, then, is represented to us by the sun, and the intelligence by the Light 
of the Eye, and hereby we understand the meaning of the verse, which said: "Believe then on 
Alldh and His Prophet, and the Light which We caused to descend',"[ 1] and again: " There 
hath come a sure prooffrom your Lord, and We have caused a clear Light to descend."[ 2] 

3. The Worlcls Visible and Invisible: with their Lights 

You have now realized that there are two kinds of eye, an extemal and an internal; that the 
former belongs to one world, the World of Sense, and that internal vision belongs to another 
world altogether, the World of the Realm Celestial; and that each of these two eyes has a sun 
and a light whereby its seeing is perfected; and that one of these suns is external, the 

[l.S.64,8. 

2. S. 4, 174.] 
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other internal, the former belonging to the seen world, viz. the sun, which is an object of 
sense. perception, and the other internal, belonging to the world of the Realm Celestial, viz. 
the Koran, and other inspired books of Allah. If, then, this has been disclosed to you 
thoroughly and entirely, then one of the doors of this Realm Celestial has been opened unto 
you. In that world there are marvels, in comparison with which this world of sight is utterly 
condemned. He who never fares to that world, but allows the limitations of life in this lower 
world of sense to settle upon him, is still a( brute beast, an excommunicate from that which 
constitutes us men; gone astray is he more than any brute beast, for to the brute are not 
vouched the wings of flight, on which to fly away unto that uwisible world. "Such men," the 
Koran says, "are cattle, nay, are yet further astray!"[l] [p. 13] As the rind is to the fruit; as the 
mould or the form in relation to the spirit, as darkness in relation to light; as infernal to 
supernal; so is this World of Sense in relation to the world of the Realm Celestial. For this 


[1. S. 7, 178.] 
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reason the latter is called the World Supernal or the World of Spirit, or the World of Light, in 
contrast with the World Beneath, the World of Matter and of Darkness. But do not imagine 
that I mean by the World Supernal the World of the [Seven] Heavens, though they are 
"above" in respect of part of our world of sense-perception. These heavens are equally 
present to our apprehension, and that of the lower animals. But a man finds the doors of the 
Realm Celestial closed to him, neither does he become of or belonging to that Realm unless 
"this earth to him be changed into that which is not earth, and likewise the heavens"[ 1]; 
unless, in short, all that comes within the ken of his sense and his imagination, including the 
visible heavens, cause to be his earth, and his heaven come to be all that transcends his sense. 
This is the first Ascension for every Pilgrim, who has set out on his Progress to approach the 
Presence Dominical. Thus mankind was consigned back to the lowest of the low, and must 
thence rise to the world of highest height. Not so is it with the Angels; for they are part of the 
World of the 

[l.S. 14, 48.] 
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Realm Celestial, lloating ever in the Presence of the Transcendence, whence, they gaze down 
upon our World Inferior. Thereof spoke the Prophet in the Tradition: " Alldh created the 
creation in darkness, then sent an ejfusion ofHis light upon it," and "Alldh hath Angels, 
beings who know the works often better than they know them themselves." Now the Prophets, 
when their ascents reached unto the World of the Realm Celestial, attained the uttermost goal, 
and from thence looked down upon a totality of the World Invisible; for he who is in the 
World of the Realm Celestial is with Allah, and hath the keys [p. 14] of the Unseen. I mean 
that from where he is the causes of existing things descend into the World of Sense; for the 
world of sense is one of the effects of yonder world of cause, resulting from it just as the 
shadow results from a body, or as fruit from that which fructuates, or as the effect from a 
cause. Now the key to this knowledge of the effect is sought and found in the cause. And for 
this reason the World of Sense is a type of the World of the Realm Celestial, as will appear 
when we explain the NICHE, the LAMP, and the TREE. For the thine, compared is in some 
sort parallel, and 
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bears resemblance, to the thing compared therewith, whether that resemblance be remote or 
near: a matter, again, which is unfathomably deep, so that whoever has scanned its inner 
meaning had revealed to him the verities of the types in the Koran by an easy way. 

I said that everything that sees self and not-self deserves more properly the name of Light, 
while that which adds to these two functions the function of making the not-self visible, still 
more properly deserves the name of Light than that which has no effect whatever beyond 
itself. This is the light which merits the name of "Lamp Illuminant" ,[1] because its light is 
effused upon the not-self. Now this is the property of the transcendental prophetic spirit, for 
through its means are effused the illuminations of the sciences upon the created world. Thus 



is explained the name given by Allah to Mohammed, " Illuminant."[2\ Now all the Prophets 
are Lamps, and so are the Learned-but the difference between them is incalculable. 

[1. S. 33,46. 

2. S. 46, 33.] 
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4. These Lights as Lamps Terrestrial and Celestial: with their Order and Grades 

If it is proper to call that from which the light of vision emanates a "Lamp Illuminant", then 
that from which the Lamp is itself lit may [p. 15] meetly be symbolized by Fire. Now all 
these Lamps Terrestrial were originally lit from the Light Supemal alone; and of the 
transcendental Spirit of prophecy it is written that "Its oil were well-nigh luminous though 
fire touched it not”; but becomes "very light upon light” when touched by that Fire.[l] 
Assuredly, then, the kindling source of those Spirits Terrestrial is the divine Spirits Supernal, 
described by Ali and Ibn Abbas, when they said that "Allah hath an Angel with countenances 
seventy thousand, to each countenance seventy thousand mouths, in each mouth seventy 
thousand tongues wherewith he laudeth God most High". This is he who is contrasted with all 
the angelic host, in the words: " On the day whereon THE SPIRIT ariseth and the Angels, 
rank on rank."[ 2] These Spirits Celestial, then, if they be considered as the kindling-source of 
the 

[1. S. 24, 35; see p. [45] of translation. 

2. S. 28, 78.] 
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Lamps Terrestrial, can be compared alone with "Fire".[ 1] And that kindling is not perceived 
save "on the Mountain's side" .[ 2] 

Let us now take these Lights Celestial from which are lit the Lamps Terrestrial, and let us 
rank them in the order in which they themselves are kindled, the one from the other. Then the 
nearest to the fountain-head will be of all others the worthiest of the name of Light for he is 
the highest in order and rank. Now the analogy for this graded order in the world of sense can 
only be seized by one who sees the light of the moon coming through the window of a house, 
falling on a mirror fixed upon a wall, which reflects that light on to another wall, whence it in 
turn is reflected on the floor, so that the floor becomes illuminated therefrom. The light upon 
the lloor is owed to that upon the wall, and the light on the wail to that in the mirror, and the 
light in the mirror to that from the moon, and the light in the moon to that from the sun, [16] 
for it is the sun that radiates its light upon the moon. Thus these four lights are ranged one 
above the other, each 

[l.S.28, 29. 


2. S. 28, 29: also 19, 53.] 
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one more perfect than the other; and each one has a certain rank and a proper degree which it 
never passes beyond. I would have you know, then, that it has been revealed to the men of 
Insight that even so are the Lights of the Realm Celestial ranged in an order; and that the 
highest is the one who is nearest to the Ultimate Light. It may well be, then, that the rank of 
Seraphiel is above the rank of Gabriel; and that among them is that Nighest to Allah, he 
whose rank comes nighest to the Presence Dominical which is the Fountain-head of all these 
lights; and that among these is a Nighest to Man, and that between these two are grades 
innumerable, whereof all that is known is that they are many, and that they are ordered in 
rank and grade, and that as they have described themselves, so they are indeed— "Not one of 
us but has his determined place and standing,"[ 1] and "We are verily the ranked ones; we are 
they in whose mouth is Praise."[ 1] 

5. The Source ofall these Grades ofLight: ALLAH 
The next thing I would have you know is 
[1. S. 37, 164-7.] 


102 

that these degrees of light do not ascend in an infinite series, but rise to a final Fountain-head 
who is Light in and by Himself, upon Whom comes no light from any external source, and 
from Whom every light is effused according to, its order and grade. Ask yourself, now 
whether the name Light is more due to that which is illumined and borrows its light from an 
external source; or that which in itself is luminous, illuminating all else beside? I do not 
believe that you can fail to see the true answer, and thus conclude that the name light is most 
of all due to this LIGHT SUPERNAL, above Whom there is no light at all, and from Whom 
light descends upon all other things. 

Nay, I do not hesitate to say boldly that the term "light" as applied to aught else than this 
primary light is purely metaphorical; for all [p. 17] others, if considered in themselves, have, 
in themselves and by themselves, no light at all. Their light is borrowed from a foreign 
source; which borrowed illumination has not any support in itself, only in something not- 
itself. But to call the borrower by the same name as the lender is mere metaphor. Think 
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you that the man who borrows riding-habit, saddle, horse, or other riding beast, and mounts 
the same when and as the lender appoints, is actually, or only metaphorically, rich? Or is it 
the lender who alone is rich? The latter, assuredly ! The borrower remains in himself as poor 
as ever, and only of him who made the loan and exacts its retum can richness be predicated— 
him who gave and can take away. Therefore, the Real Light is He in Whose hand lies 
creation and its destinies; He who first gives the light and afterwards sustains it. He shares 
with no other the reality of this name, nor the full title to the same; save in so far as He calls 
some other by that name, deigns to call him by it in the same way as a Liege-Lord deigns to 



give his vassal a fief, and therewith bestows on him the title of lord. Now when that vassal 
realizes the truth, he understands that both he and his are the property of his Liege, and of 
Him alone, a property shared by Him with no partner in the world. 

You now know that Light is summed up in appearing and manifesting, and you have 
ascertained the various gradations of the same. You 
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must further know that there is no darkness so intense as the darkness of No-being. For[l] a 
dark thing is called "dark" simply because it cannot appear to anyone's vision; it never comes 
to exist for sight, though it does exist in itself. But that which has no existence for others nor 
for itself is assuredly the very extreme of darkness. In contrast with it is Being, which is, 
therefore, Light; for unless a thing is manifest in itself, [p. 18] it is not manifest to others. 
Moreover, Being is itself divided into that which has being in itself, and that which derives its 
being from not-itself. That being of this latter is borrowed, having no existence by itself. Nay, 
if it is regarded in and by itself, it is pure not-being. Whatever being it has is due to its 
relation to a not-itself; and this is not real being at all, as you learned from my parablc of the 
Rich and the Borrowed Garment. Therefore, Real Being is Allah most High, even as Real 
Light is likewise Allah. 


6. The Mystic Verity ofVerities 

It is from this starting-point that Allah's gnostics rise from metaphors to realities, as one 

[1. Reading ### for ###.] 
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climbs from the lowlands to the mountains; and at the end of their Ascent see, as with the 
direct sight of eye-witnesses, that there is nothing in existence save Allah alone, and that 
" everything perisheth except His Countenance, His Aspect"[ 1] ( wajh); not that[2] it perisheth 
at some particular moment, but rather it is sempiternally a perishing thing, since it cannot be 
conceived except as perishing. For each several thing other than Allah is, when considered in 
and by itself, pure not-being; and if considered from the "aspect" ( wajh ) to which existence 
flows from the Prime Reality, it is viewed as existing, but not in itself, solely from the 
"aspect" which accompanies Him Who gives it existence. Therefore, the God-aspect is the 
sole thing in existence. For everything has two aspects, an aspect to itself and an aspect to its 
Lord: in respect of the first, it is Not-being; but in respect of the God-aspect, it is Being. 
Therefore there is no Existent except God and the God-aspect, and therefore all things are 
perishing except the God-aspect from and to all etemity. These gnostics, therefore, have no 
need 

[l.S.88, 28. 

2. Reading ###.] 
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await the arising of the Last Uprising in order to hear the Creator proclaim, "To whom is the 
power this clay? To ALLAH! the One, the Not-to-be-withstood"[\\\ [p. 19] for that summons 
is.. pealing in their ears always and for ever. Neither do they understand by the cry "Allah is 
most great" ( Alldhu akbar ) that He is only "greater" than others. God forbid! For in. all 
existence there is beside Him none for Him. to exceed in greatness. No other attains so much 
as to the degree of co-existence, or of sequent existence, nay of existence at all, except from 
the Aspect that accompanies Him. All existence is, exclusively, His Aspect. Now it is 
impossible that He should be "greater"' than His own Aspect. The meaning is rather that he is 
too absolutely Great to be called Greater, or Most Great, by way of relation or comparison— 
too Great for anyone, whether Prophet or Angel, to grasp the real nature of His Greatness. 

For none knows Allah with a real knowledge but He Himself; for every, known falls 
necessarily under the sway and within the province of the Knower; a state: 

[l.S. 16,40.] 

107 

which is the very negation of all Majesty, all "Greatness". The full proof whereof I have 
given in my al-Maqsad al-Asndfi mcTdni asmd'i lldhi-l Husnd. 

These gnostics, on their return from their Ascent into the heaven of Reality, confess with one 
voice that they saw nought existent there save the One Real. Some of them, however, arrived 
at this scientifically, and others experimentally and subjectively. From these last the plurality 
of things fell away in its entirety. They were drowned in the absolute Unitude, and their 
intelligences were lost in Its abyss. Therein became they as dumbfounded things. No capacity 
remained within them save to recall ALLAH; yea, not so much as the capacity to recall their 
own selves. So there remained nothing with them save ALLAH. They became drunken with a 
drunkenness wherein the sway of their own intelligence disappeared; so that one[l] 
exclaimed, "I am The ONE REAL!" and another, "Glory be to ME! How great is MY 
glory!"[2] and another, "Within this robe is nought but Allah!"[2] ... But the words of 

[1. Al-Hallaj. 

2. Abu Yazid al-Bistami. See Massignon's Halldj , p. 513.] 
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Lovers Passionate in their intoxication and ecstasy [p. 20] must be hidden away and not 
spoken of . . . Then when that drunkenness abated and they came again under the sway of the 
intelligence, which is Allah's balance-scale upon earth, they knew that that had not been 
actual Identity, but only something resembling Identity; as in those words of the Lover at the 
height of his passion:— 

"I am He whom I love and He whom I love is I; 

We are two spirits immanent in one body."[l] 



For it is possible for a man who has never seen a mirror in his life, to be confronted suddenly 
by a mirror, to look into it, and to think that the form which he sees in the mirror is the form 
of the mirror itself, "identical" with it. Another might see wine in a glass, and think that the 
wine is just the stain of the glass. And if that thought becomes with him use and wont, like a 
fixed idea with him, it absorbs him wholly, so that he sings:— 

"The glass is thin, the wine is clear! 

The twain are alike, the matter is perplexed: 


[1. By al-Hallaj.] 
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For 'tis as though there were wine and no wineglass there, 

Or as though mere were wine-glass and nought of wine!" 

He there is a difference between saying, "The wine is the wine-glass," and saying, '"tis as 
though it were the wine-glass." Now, when this state prevails, it is called in relation to him 
who experiences it, Extinction, nay, Extinction of Extinction, for the soul has become extinct 
to itself, extinct to its own extinction; for it becomes unconscious of itself and unconscious of 
its own unconsciousness, since, were it conscious of its own unconsciousness, it would be 
conscious of itself. In relation to the man immersed in this state, the state is called, in the 
language of metaphor, "Identity"; in the language of reality, "Unification." And beneath these 
verities also lie mysteries which we are not at liberty to discuss. 

7. The "God-Aspect": an " advanced " Explanation ofthe Relation ofthese Lights to ALLAH 
It may be that you desire greatly to know 
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the aspect (wajh) [p. 21] whereby Allah's light is related to the heavens and the earth, or 
rather the aspect whereby He is in Himself the Light of heavens and earth. And this shall 
assuredly not be denied you, now that you know that Allah is Light, and that beside Him 
there is no light. and that He is every light, and that He is the universal light: since light is an 
expression for that by which things are revealed; or., higher still, that by and for which they 
are revealed; yea, and higher sti.ll, that by, for, and from which they are revealed: and now 
that, you know, too that, of everything called light, only that by, for, and from which things 
are revealed is real— that Light beyond which there is no light to kindle and feed its flame, for 
It is kindled and fed in itself, from Itself, and for Itself, and from no other source at all. Such 
a conception, such a description, you are now assured, can be applied to the Great Primary, 
alone. You are also assured that the heavens and the earth are filled with light appertaining to 
those two fundamental light-planes, our Sight and our Insight ; by which I mean our senses 
and our intelligence. The first kind of light is 
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what we see in the heavens— sun and moon and stars; and what we see in earth— that is, the 
rays which are poured over the whole face of the earth, making visible all the different 
colours and hues, especially in the season of spring; and over all animals and plants and 
things, in all their states: for without these rays no colour would appear or even exist. 
Moreover, every shape and size which is visible to perception is apprehended in consequence 
of colour, and it is impossible to conceive of apprehending them without colour. As for the 
other ideal, intelligential Lights, the World Supemal is filled with them— to wit, the angelic 
substance; and the World Inferior is also full of them— [p. 22] to wit, animal life and human 
life successively. The order of the World Inferior is manifested by means of this inferior 
human light; while the order of the World Supemal is manifested by means of that angelical 
light. This is the order alluded to in the passage in the Koran, "He it is Who hasformed you 
from the earth, and hath peopled it with you, that He might call you Successors upon the 
earth " . . . and "Maketh you Successors on 


112 

the earth," and " Verily I have set in the earth a Successor " (Khalifa).[\\ 

Thus you see that the whole world is all filled with the external lights of perception, and the 
intemal lights of intelligence; also that the lower lights are effused or emanate the one from 
the other, as light emanates or is effused from a lamp; while the Lamp itself is the 
transcendental Light of Prophecy; and that, the transcendental Spirits of Prophesy are lit from 
the Spirit Supernal, as the lamp is lit from fire; and that the Supernals are lit the one from the 
other; and that their order is one of ascending grades: further, that these all rise to the Light of 
Lights, the Origin and Fountainhead of lights, and that is ALLAH, only and alone; and that 
all other lights are borrowed from Him, and that His alone is real light; and that everything is 
from His light, nay, He is everything, nay, HE IS THAT HE is, none but He has ipseity or 
heity at all, save by metaphor. Therefore there is no light but He, while all other lights are 
only lights from the Aspect which accompanies Him, not from 

[1. S. 61, 11; 55, 24; 62, 27; 30, 2. Cf. Mishkdt, p.[34].] 
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themselves. Thus the aspect and face of everything faces to Him and turns in His direction; 
and "whithersoever they tum themselves there is the Face of Allah."[l] So, then, there is no 
divinity but HE; for 'V//vinity" is an expression by which is connoted that towards which all 
faces are r//rected"[2] in worship and in confession— that He is Deity; but which I mean the 
faces of the hearts of men, for they verily are lights and spirits. Nay, more, just as "there is no 
deity but He," so there is no heity but He, [p. 23] for "he" is an expression for something 
which one can indicate; but in every and any case we can but indicate Him. Every time you 
indicate anything, your indication is in reality, to Him, even though through your ignorance 
of the truth of truths which we have mentioned you -know it not. Just as one cannot point to, 
indicate, sunlight but only the sun, so the relation of the sum of things to Allah is, in the 
visible -analogue, as the relation of light to the sun. Therefore "There is no deity but 
ALLAH" is the 


[1. S. 2. 115, see 144, 149, 150. 



2. Gh.'s piece of amateur etymology here, by which he appears to derive the root 'Ih ("god") from the root wty 
("turn"), is about as absurd as my attempt to suggest it in the English.] 
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Many's declaration of Unity: that of the Few is "There is no he but HE"; the former is more 
general, but the latter is more particular, more comprehensive, more exact, and more apt to 
give him who declares it entrance into the pure and absolute Oneness and Onliness. This 
kingdom of the One-and-Onliness is the ultimate point of mortals' Ascent: there is no 
ascending stage beyond it; for "ascending" involves plurality, being a sort of relatively 
involving two stages, an ascent from and an ascent to. But when Plurality has been 
eliminated, Unity is established, relation is effaced, all indication from "here" to "there" falls 
away, and there remains neither height nor depth, nor anyone to fare up or down. The upward 
Progress, the Ascent of the soul, then becomes impossible, for there is no height beyond the 
Highest, no plurality alongside of the One, and, now that plurality has terminated, no Ascent 
for the soul. If there be, indeed, any change, it is by way of the "Descent into the Lowest 
Heaven", the radiation from above downwards; for the Highest, though It may have mo 
higher, has a lower. This is the goal of 
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goals, the last object of spiritual search, known of him who knows it, denied by him who is 
ignorant of it. It belongs to that knowledge which is according to the form of the hidden 
thing, and which no one knoweth save the Learned[l] is Allah. If, therefore, they utter it, it is 
only denied by the Ignorant of Him. 

There is no improbability in the explanation given by these Learned to this "Descent into the 
Lowest Heaven", [p. 24] namely, that it is the descent of an Angel\ though one of those 
Gnostics[2] has, indeed, fancied a less probable explanation. He, immersed as he was in the 
divine One-and-Onliness, said that Allah has "a descent into the lowest heaven", and that this 
descent is His descent, in order to use physical senses, and to set in motion bodily limbs; and 
that He is the one indicated in the Tradition in which the Prophet says, "7 have become His 
hearing whereby He heareth, His vision whereby He seeth, His tongue wherewith He 
speaketh."' Now if the Prophet was Allah's hearing and vision and tongue, then Allah and He 
alone is 

[l.Cf. S. 3.7. 

2. Al-Hallajj. 

3. A saying reported by Ibn Adham, d. 170.] 
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the Hearer, the Seer, the Speaker; and Hc is the one indicated in His own word to Moses, "1 
was sick, and thou visitedst Me not."[ 1] According to this, the bodily movements of this 
Confessor of the divine Unity are from the lowest heaven; his sensation from a heaven next 
above; and his intelligence from the heaven next above that. From that heaven of the 



intelligence he fares upward to the limit of the Ascension of created things, the kingdom of 
the One-and-Onliness, a sevenfold way; thereafter "settleth he himselfon the throne" of the 
divine Unity, and therefrom " taketh command"\2\ throughout his storied heavens. Well might 
one, in looking upon such an one, apply to him the saying, " Allah created Adam after the 
image ofthe Merciful One "; until, after contemplating that word more deeply, he becomes 
aware that it has an interpretation like those other words, "I am the ONE REAL," "Glory be 
to ME!"[3] or those sayings of the Prophet, that Allah said, "Iwas sick and thou 

[1. See St, Matt. xxv. 

2. Ar. al amr. See on p. [55], Introduction, pp. 32-40. Or, "controlleth things." And see S, 32, 5. 

3. M, p. [19].] 
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visitedst Me not," and "I am His hearing, and His vision; and His tongue " . But I see fit now 
to draw rein in this exposition, for I think that you cannot hear more of this sort than the 
amount which I have now communicated. 

8. The Relation ofthese Lights to ALLAH: 

Simpler Illustrations and Explanations 

It may well be that you will not rise to the height of these words, for all your pains; it may be 
that for all your pains you will come short of it after all. Here, then, is something that lies 
nearer your understanding, and nearer your weakness. The meaning of the doctrine that Allah 
is [p. 25] the Light of Heavens and Earth may be understood in relation to phenomenal, 
visible light. When you see hues of spring-the tender green, for example-in the full light of 
day, you entertain no doubt but that you are looking on colours, and very likely you suppose 
that you are looking on nothing else alongside of them. As though you should say, "I see 
nothing alongside of the green." Many have in fact, obstinately maintained this. They have 
asserted that light is a meaningless term, and that there is nothing but colour with 
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the colours. Thus they denied the existence of the light, although it was the most manifest of 
all things— how should it not be so, considering that through it alone all things become 
manifest?, for it is the thing that is itself visible and makes visible, as we said before. But, 
when the sun sank, and heaven's lamp disappeared from sight, and night' s shadow fell, then 
apprehended these men the existence of an essential difference between inherent shadow and 
inherent light; and they confessed that light is a form that lies behind all colour, and is 
apprehended with colour, insomuch that, so to speak, through its intense union with the 
colours it is not apprehended, and through its intense obviousness it is hwisible. And it may 
be that this very intensity is the direct cause of its uwisibility, for things that go beyond one 
extreme pass over to the extreme opposite. 



If this is clear to you, you must further know that those endowed with this Insight never saw a 
single object without seeing Allah along with it. It may be that one of them went further than 
this and said, "I have never seen a single object, but I first saw Allah"; for 
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some of, them only see objects through and in Allah, while others first see objects and then 
see Allah in and through those objects. It is to the first class that the Koran alludes to in the 
words, "Doth it not sujjice that My Lord seeth allT\ 1 ] and to the second in the words, "We 
shall shew them our signs in all the world and in themselves." For the first class [p. 26] have 
the direct intuition of Allah, and the second infer Him from His works. The former is the rank 
of the Saint-Friends of God, the latter of the Learned "who are established in knowledge".[2] 
After these two grades there remains nothing except that of the careless, on whose faces is the 
veil. 

Thus you see that just as everything is manifest to man's Sight by means of light, so 
everything is manifest to man's Insight by means of Allah; for He is with everything every 
moment and by Him does everything appear. But here the analogy ceases, and we have a 
radical difference; namely, that phenomenal light can be conceived of as disappearing with 
the sinking of the sun, and as assuming a veil 

[l.S.41,53. 

2. S. 3, 6.] 
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in order that shadow may appear: while the divine light, which is the condition of all 
appearance, cannot be conceived as disappearing. That sun can never set! It abides for ever 
with all things. Thus the method of difference (as a method for the demonstration of the 
Existence of God from His works) is not at our disposal. Were the appearance of Allah 
conceivable, heaven and earth would fall to ruin, and thence, through difference, would be 
apprehended an effect which would simultaneously compel the recognition of the Cause 
whereby all things appeared. But, as it is, all Nature remains the same and invariable to our 
sight because of the unity of its Creator, for " all things are singing His praise"[ 1] (not some 
things) at all times (not sometimes); and thus the method of difference is eliminated, and the 
way to the knowledge of God is obscured. For the most manifest way to the knowledge of 
things is by their contraries: the thing that possesses no contrary and no opposite, its features 
being always exactly alike when you are looking at it, will very likely elude your 

[l.SeeS. 17, 44.] 
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notice altogether. In this case its obscureness results from its very obviousness, and its 
elusiveness from the very radiance of its brightness. Then glory to Him who hides Himself 
from His own creation by His utter manifestness, and is veiled from their gaze through the 
very effulgence of His own light! 

But it may be that not even this teaching is intelligible to some limited intelligences, [27] who 
from our statement (that "Allah is with, everything", as the light is with everything) will 
understand that He is in every place. Too high. and holy is He to be related to placel So far 
from starting this vein imagining, we assert to you that He is prior to everything, and above 
everything, and that He makes everything manifest. Now manifester is inseparable from, 
manifested, subjectively, in the cognition of the thinker; and this is what we mean by saying. 
that Allah accompanies or is "with" everything. You know, further, that manifester is prior to, 
and above, manifested, though He be "with" it; but he is "with" it from one aspect, and 
"above" it from another. You are not to suppose, therefore, that there is 
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here any contradiction. Or, consider, how in the world of sense, which is the highest to which 
your knowledge can rise, the motion of your hands goes "with" the motion of its shadow, and 
yet is prior to it as well. And whoever has not wit enough to see this, ought to abandon these 
researches altogether; for 

"To every science its own people; 

And each man finds easy that for which he has been created apt." 
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PART II.-THE SCIENCE OF SYMBOLISM, 

PROLEGOMENA TO THE EXPLANATION OF THE SYMBOLISM OF THE NICHE, 
THE LAMP, THE GLASS, THE TREE, THE OIL, AND THE FIRE 

The exposition of this symbolism involves, first of all, two cardinal considerations, which 
afford limitless scope for investigation, but to. which I shall merely allude very briefly here. 

First, the science and method of symbolism; the way in which the spirit of the ideal form[l] 
is captured by the mould of the symbol; the mutual relationship of the two; the inner nature of 
this correspondence between the 

[1. Or Idea = in practically the Platonic sense.] 


123 


world of Sense (which supplies the clay of the moulds, the material of the symbolism) and 
the world of the Realm Supernal from which the Ideas descend.[l] 



Second, the gradations of the several spirits of our mortal clay, and the degree [p. 28] of light 
possessed by each. For we treat of this latter symbolism in order to explain the former. 

(0 THE OUTWARD AND THE INWARD IN SYMBOLISM: TYPE AND ANTITYPE 

The world is Two Worlds, spiritual and material, or, if you will, a World Sensual and a 
World Intelligential; or again, if you will, a World Supernal and a World Inferior. All these 
expressions are near each other, and the difference between them is merely one of viewpoint. 
If you regard the two worlds in themselves, you use the first expression; if in respect of the 
organ which apprehends them, the second; if in respect of their mutual relationship, the third. 
You may, perhaps, also term 

[1. (By Ghazzali. ) In this Light-Verse, in Ibn Mas'ud's reading, the words "in the heart of the believer, "follow 
the words "of His light". And Ubayy b. Ka'b's instead of "the similitude of His light", has "the similitude of the 
light of the heart of him who believes is like". etc.] 
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them the World of Dominance and Sense-perception, and, the World of the Unseen and the 
Realm Supemal. It were no marvel if the students of the realities underlying the terminology 
were puzzled by the multiplicity of these terms, and imagined a corresponding multiplicity of 
ideas. But he to whom the realities beneath the terms are disclosed makes the ideas primary 
and the terms secondary: while inferior minds take the opposite course. To them the term is 
the source from which the reality proceeds. We have an allusion to these two types of mind in 
the Koran, "Whether is the more rightly guided, he who walks with hisface bent down, or he 
who walks in a straight Way, ereclV\ 1 ] 


1. The two Worlds: their types and antitypes 

Such is the idea of the Two Worlds. And the next thing for you to know is, that the supernal 
world of "the Realm" is a world invisible to the majority of men; and the world of our senses 
is the world of perception, because it is perceived of all. This World Sensual 

[l.S.67, 22.] 
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is the point from which we ascend to [p. 29] the world Intelligential: and, but for this 
connexion between the two, and their reciprocal relationship, the way upward to the higher 
sphere would be barred. And were this upward was impossible, then would the Progress to 
the Presence Dominical and the near approach to Allah be impossible too. For no man shall 
approach near unto Allah, unless his foot stand at the very centre of the Fold of the Divine 
Holiness. Now by this World of the "Divine Holiness" we mean the world that transcends the 
apprehension of the senses and the imagination. And it is in respect of the law of that world— 
the law that the soul which is a stranger to it neither goeth out therefrom, nor entereth therein- 
-that we call it the Fold of the Divine Holiness and Transcendence. And the human spirit, 



which is the channel of the manifestations of the Transcendence, may be perhaps called "the 
Holy Valley" .[ 1] 

Again, this Fold comprises lesser folds, some of which penetrate more deeply than others into 
the ideas of the Divine Holiness. 

[l.S.20. 12.] 
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But the term Fold embraces all the gradations of the lesser ones; for you must not suppose 
that these terms are enigmas, unintelligible to men of Insight. But I cannot pursue the subject 
further, for I see that my preoccupation with citing and explaining all this terminology is 
turning me from my theme. It is for you to apply yourself now to the study of the terms. 

To return to the subject we were discussing: the visible world is, as we said, the point of 
departure up to We world of the Realm Supemal; and the "Pilgrim's Progress of the Straight 
Way"[l] is an expression for that upward course, which may also be expressed by "The 
Faith," "the Mansions of Right Guidance." Were there no relation between the two worlds, no 
inter-connexion at all, then all upward progress would be inconceivable from one to the other. 
Therefore, the divine mercy gave to the World Visible a correspondence with the World of 
the Realm Supernal, and for this reason there is not a single thing in this world of sense that is 
not a symbol of something in yonder one. It may well hap 

[l.SeeS. 1.4.] 
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that some one thing in this world may symbolize several things in the World of the Realm 
Supemal, and equally well that some one thing in the latter may have several symbols [p. 30] 
in the World Visible. We call a thing typical or symbolic when it resembles and corresponds 
to its antitype under some aspect. 

A complete enumeration of these symbols would involve our exhausting the whole of the 
existing things in both of the Two Worlds! Such a task our mortal powers can never fulfil; or 
human faculties have not sufficed to comprehend it in the past; and with our little lives we 
cannot expound it fully in the present. The utmost I can do is to explain to you a single 
example. The greater may then be inferred from the less; for the door of research into the 
mysteries of this knowledge will then lie open to you. 

2. An Example of Symbolism, from the Story of Abraham in the Koran 

Listen now. If the World of the Realm Supernal contains Light-substances, high and lofty, 
called "Angels", from which substances the various lights are effused upon the various 
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mortal spirits, and by reason of which these angels are called "lords," then is Allah "Lord of 
lords," and these lords will have differing, grades of luminousness. The symbols, then, of 
these in the visible world will be, preeminently, the Sun, the Moon, and the Stars. 

And the Pilgrim of the Way rises first of all to a degree corresponding to that of a star. The 
effulgence of that star's light appears to him., It is disclosed to him that the entire world 
beneath adores its influence and the effulgence of its light. And so, because of the very 
beauty and superbness of the thing, he is made aware of something which cries aloud saying, 
"This is my Lord?"[l] He passes on; and as he be. comes conscious of the light-degree next 
above. it, namely, that symbolized by the moon, lo! in the aerial canopy he beholds that star 
set, to wit, in comparison with its superior; and he saith, "Nought that setteth do I adore!" 
And so he rises till he arrives at last at the degree symbolized by the sun. This, again, he sees 
is greater and higher than the former, but nevertheless admits of comparison therewith, in, 

[1. See for this whole passage S. 6, 75-8.] 
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virtue of a relationship between the two. [31] But to bear relationship to what is imperfect 
carries with it imperfection-the "setting" of our allegory. And by reason thereof he saith: " 1 
have turned myface unto That Who made the heavens and the earth! 1 am a true believer, 
and, not ofthose who associate other gods with Allah!" Now what is meant to be conveyed 
by this "THAT WHO" is the vaguest kind of indication, destitute of all relation or 
comparison. For, were anyone to ask, "What is the symbol comparable with or corresponding 
to this That?' no answer to the question could be conceived. Now He Who transcends all 
relations is ALLAH, the ONE REALITY. Thus, when certain Arabs once asked the Apostle 
of God, "To what may we relate Allah?' this reply was revealed, "Say, He, Allah is one! His 
days are neither ended nor begun; neither is He afather nor a son; and none is like unto 
Him, no not one[ 1]; the meaning of which verse is simply that He transcends relation. Again, 
when Pharaoh said to Moses: "What, pray, is the Lord ofthe Universe?” as though 
demanding 

[1. S. 112.] 
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to know His essence, Moses, in his reply, merely indicated His works, because these were 
clearer to the mind of his interrogator; and answered, " The Lorcl ofthe heavens and the 
earth."\ 1 ] But Pharaoh said to his courtiers, "Ha! marked ye that ! " as though objecting to 
Moses' evasion of his demand to be told Allah's essential nature. Then Moses said, "Your 
Lord, and your first fathers' Lord." Pharaoh then set him down as insane. He had demanded 
an analogue, for the description of the divine Essence, and Moses replied to him from His 
works. And so Pharaoh said, "Your prophet who has been sentyou is insane." 


3. Fundamental Examples of Symbolism especially from the Story ofMoses in the Koran 



Let us now return to the pattern we selected for illustrating the symbolic method. The science 
of the Interpretation of Visions determines for us the value of each kind of symbol; for 
"Vision is a part of Prophecy." It is clear, is it not, that the sun, when seen in a vision, 

[1. For this passage see S. 26, 24-7, and for the whole thought— compare pp. [54, 55]. 9] 


131 

must be interpreted by a Sovereign Monarch, because of their mutual resemblance and their 
share in a common spiritual idea, to wit, sovereignty over all, and the emanation or effusion 
of inAuence and light on to all. The antitype of the moon will be that Sovereign's Minister; 
for it is through the moon that the sun sheds his light on the world in its own absence; and 
even so, it is through his own Minister that the Sovereign [p. 32] makes his influence felt by 
subjects who never beheld the royal person. Again, the dreamer who sees himself with a ring 
on his finger with which he seals the mouths of men and the secrets of women, is told that the 
sign means the early Call to Prayer in the month of Ramadan.[l] Again, for one who sees 
himself pouring olive oil into an olive-tree the interpretation is that the slave-girl he has 
wedded is his mother, unrecognized by him. But it is impossible to exhaust the different ways 
by which symbols of this description may be interpreted, and I cannot set myself the task of 
enumerating them. I can merely say that just as certain 

[1. Because after the idhan, just before morning, food and sexual intercourse are fasted from till the next sunset.] 
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beings of the Spirit-World Supernal are symbolized by Sun, Moon and Stars, others may be 
typified by different symbols. when the Point of connexion is some characteristic other than 
light. 

For example, if among those beings of that Spirit-World there be something that is fixed and 
unchangeable; great and never diminishing; from which the waters of knowledge, the 
excellencies of revelations, issue into the heart, even as waters well out into a valley; It would 
be symbolized by the Mountain.[ 1] Further, if the beings that are the recipients of those 
excellencies are of diverse grades, they would be symbolized by the Valley ; and if those 
excellencies, on reaching the hearts of men, pass from heart to heart, these hearts are also 
symbolized by Valleys.[ 2] The head of the Valley will represent the hearts of Prophet, Saint, 
and Doctor, followed by those who come after them. So, then, if these valleys are lower than 
the first one, and are watered from it, then that first one will certainly be the "Right" 

Valley,[3] because 

[l.S.28, 29. 46. 

2. S. 13, 18. 

3. S. 28, 30. See S. 19, 53, and 10, 82.] 
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of its signal rightness[l] and superiority. And finally will come the lowest valley which 
receives its water from the last and lowest level of that "Right" Valley, and is accordingly 
watered from "the margin ofthe Right Valley",[ 2] not [p. 33] from its deepest part and centre. 

But if the spirit of a prophet is typified by a lighted Lamp, lit by means of Inspiration ("We 
have inspired thee with \a\ Spiritfrom Our power"),[ 3] then the symbol of the source of that 
kindling is Fire. If some of those who derive knowledge from the prophets live by a merely 
traditional acceptance of what they are told, and others by a gift of insight, then the symbol 
for the former, who investigate nothing, is a Fire-brand or a Torch or a Meteor, while the 
man of spiritual experience, who has therefore something in some sort common with the 
prophets, is accordingly symbolized by the Warming ofFire, for a man is not warmed by 
hearing about fire but by being close to it. 

[1. Ghazzali here plays on the word ayman , the root of which means dexter or felix. 

2. S. 28, 30. 

3. S. 42, 52.] 
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If the first stage of prophets is their translation into the World of Holy Transcendence away 
from the disturbances of senses and imagination, that stage is symbolized by "the Holy 
Valley" .[ 1] And if the Holy Valley may not be trodden save after the doffing of the Two 
Worlds (that is, this world and the world beyond) and the soul's tuming of her face towards 
the One Real (for this world and the world beyond are co-relatives and both are accidentia of 
the human light-substance, and can be doffed at one time and donned at another), then the 
symbol of the putting-off of these Two Worlds is the doffing ofhis two sandals by the pilgrim 
to Mekka,[2] what time he changes his worldly garments for the pilgrim's robe and faces 
towards the holy Kaaba. 

Nay, but let us now translate ourselves to the Presence Dominical once more, and speak of its 
symbols. If that Presence hath something whereby the several divine sciences are engraven 
on the tablets of hearts susceptible to them, that something will be symbolized by the Pen.[ 3] 
That Within those hearts whereon those 

[1. S. 20, and 79, 16. 

2. S. 20, 12. 

3. S. 68.] 
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things are engraved will be typified by the Tablel,\ 1 ] Book,[ 2] and Scro//.[ 3] [p. 34] If there 
be, above the pen that writes, something which constrains it to service, its type will be the 
Hand.[4] If the Presence which embraces Hand and Tablet, Pen and Book, is constituted 
according to a definite order, It will be typified by the Form or Image.[5] And if the human 
form has its definite order, after that likeness, then is it created "in the Image, the Form, of 



the Merciful One". Now there is a difference between saying, "In the image of the Merciful 
One," and, "In the image of Alldh." For it was the Divine Mercy that caused the image of the 
Divine Presence to be in that "Image." And then Allah, out of His grace and mercy, gave to 
Adam a summary "image" or "form," embracing every genus and species in the whole world, 
inasmuch that it was as if Adam were all that was in the world, or were the summarized copy 
of the world. And Adam's form— this summarized "image"— was inscribed in the 

[1. S. 85, 22 and 7, 44. 

2. S. 2, 1. 

3. S. 25, 3, 

4. S. 48, 36. 

5. S. 82, 8; cf. 64, 3. 

6. There must, I think, be some corruption in the text here. I suggest reading ### for ###.] 
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handwriting of Allah, so that Aclam is the Divine handwriting, which is not the characters of 
letters (for His Handwriting transcends both characters and letters, even as His Word 
transcends sound and syllables, and His Pen transcends Reed and Steel, and His Hand 
transcends flesh and bone). Now, but for this mercy, every son of Adam would have been 
powerless to know his Sovereign-Lord; for "only he who knows himself knows his Lord." 
This, then, being an effect of the divine mercy, it was "in the image ofthe Merciful One," not 
"in the image of Allah," that Adam was created. So, then, the Presence of the Godhead is not 
the same as the Presence of The Merciful One, nor as the Presence of The Kingship, nor as 
the Presence of the Sovereign-Lordship; for which reason He commanded us to invoke the 
protection of all these Presences severally. "Say, 1 invoke the protection ofthe Lorcl of 
mankind, the King of mankind, the Deity ofmankind\"[Y\ If this idea did not underlie the 
expression [p. 35] "Allah created man in the image of the Merciful," the words 

[1. S. 114.] 
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would be linguistically incorrect; they should then have run, "after His image."' But the 
words, according to Bokhari, run, "After the image of the Merciful." 

But as the distinction between the Presence of the Kingship and the Presence of the Lordship 
call for a long expression, we must pass on, and be content with the foregoing specimen of 
the symbolic method. For indeed it is a shoreless sea. 

But if you are conscious of a certain repulsion from this symbolism, you may comfort 
yourself by the text, "He sent downfrom heaven rain, cmd itflowed in the valleys, accorcling 
to their capacity;" [2] for the commentaries on this text tell us that the Water here is 
knowleclge, and the Yalleys are the hearts ofmen. 



4. The Permanent Validity ofthe Outward and Visible Sign: an Example 
Pray do not assume from this specimen of symbolism and its method that you have any 
[1. And so they are quoted on p. [7]. 

2. S. 13, 19.] 
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licence from me to ignore the outward and, visible form, or to believe that it has been 
annulled; as though, for example, I had asserted that Moses had not really shoes on, did not, 
really hear himself addressed by the words, "Put thy shoesfrom ojf thy feet."[l] God forbid!— 
The annulment of the outward and visible sign is the tenet of the Spiritualists ( Bdtiniyya ), 
who, looked, utterly one-sidedly, at one world, the, Unseen, and were grossly ignorant of the 
balance that exists between it and the Seen. This aspect they wholly failed to understand. 
Similarly annulment of the inward and invisible meaning in the opinion of the Materialists. 
(Hashawiyya). In other words, whoever abstracts and isolates the outward from the whole is a 
Materialist, and whoever abstracts. the inward is a Spiritualist, while he who joins the two 
together is catholic, perfect. For this reason the Prophet said, "The Koran has an outward and 
an inward, an ending and a beginning" (a Tradition which is, however, possibly, traceable to 
'Ali, as its pedigree stops short at his name). I assert, on the contrary, that 

[1. S. 20, 12.] 
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'Moses understood from the command "Put offthy shoes" the Doffing of the Two Worlds, 
and obeyed the command literally by putting off his two sandals, and spiritually by putting 
off the Two Worlds. Here you just have this cross-relation between the two, [p. 36] the 
crossing over from one to the other, from outward word to inward idea. The difference 
between the true and false positions may be thus illustrated. One man hears the word of the 
Prophet, "The angels of Allah enter not a house wherein is a dog or a picture," and yet keeps 
a dog in the house, because, he says, "The outward sense is not what was meant; but the 
Prophet only meant, 'Turn the dog of Wrath out of the house of the Heart, because Wrath 
hinders the knowledge which comes from the Lights Angelical; for anger is the demon of the 
heart.'" While the other first carries out the command literally; and then says, "Dog is not dog 
because of his visible form, but because of the inner idea of dog— ferocity, ravenousness. If 
my house, which is the abode of my person, of my body, must be kept clear of doggishness in 
concrete form, how much more must the house of 
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my heart, which is the abode of man's true and proper essence, be kept clear of doggishness 
in spiritual idea!" The man, in fact, who combines the two things, he is the perfect man; 
which is what is meant when it is said, "The perfect man is the one who does not let the light 
of his knowledge quench the light of his reverence." In the same way he is never seen 



permitting himself to ignore one single ordinance of religion, for all the perfection of his 
spiritual Insight. Such a thing is grievous error; an example of which is the evil which befell 
some mystics, who called it lawful to put by literal prescriptions of the Shariat as you roll up 
and put-by a carpet; insomuch that one of them perhaps went so far as to give up the 
ordinance of prayer, saying, forsooth, that he was always at prayer in his heart! But this is 
different from the error of those fools of Antinomians (. Ibahiyya ) who trifle with sophisms, 
like the saying of one, "Allah has no need of our works"; or of another, "The heart is full of 
vices from which it cannot possibly be cleansed," [p. 37] and did not even desire to eradicate 
anger and lust, because he believes he is 


141 

[not] (?) commanded to eradicate them. These last, verily, are the follies of fools; but, as for 
the first-named error, it reminds one of the stumble of a high-bred horse, the error of a mystic 
whom the devil has diverted from the way and "drawn him with delusion as with cords" .[ 1] 

To return to our discussion of "the Putting-off of the Shoes." The outward word wakens one 
to the inward signification, the Putting-off of the Two Worlds. The outward symbol is a real 
thing, and its application to the inward meaning is a real truth. Every real thing has its 
corresponding real truth. Those who have realized this are the souls who have attained the 
degree of the Transparent Glass (we shall see the meaning of this presently). For the 
Imagination, which supplies, so to speak, the clay from which the symbol is formed, is hard 
and gross; it conceals the secret meanings; it is interposed between you and the unseen lights. 
But once let it be clarified, and it becomes like transparent glass, and no longer keeps out the 
light, but on the contrary becomes a light-conductor. nay, that which keeps that light from 
being put out. 

[l.S.7, 21.] 
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by gusts of wind. The story of the Transparent Glass, however, is coming; meanwhile, 
remember that the gross lower world of the imagination became to the Prophets of God like a 
transparent "glass" shade and "a niche for lights"; a strainer, filtering clear the divine secrets; 
a stepping-stone to the World Supernal. Whereby we may know that the visible symbol is 
real: and behind it lies a mystery. The same holds good with the symbols of "the Mountain," 
"the Fire," and the rest. 

5. Another Example ofthis Two-sided and Ecjual Validity ofOutward and Inward 

When the Prophet said, "I saw Abdul-Rahman enter Paradise crawling," you are not to 
suppose that he did not see him thus with his own eyes. No, awake he saw him, as a sleeper 
might see him in a dream, even though the person of Abdul-Rahman b. 'Awf was at the time 
asleep in his house. [p. 38] The only effect of sleep in this and similar visions is to suppress 
the authority of the senses over the soul, which is the inward light divine; for the senses 
preoccupy the soul, drag it back to the -Sense-world, and turn a man's face away from 
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the world of the Invisible and of the Realm Supemal. But, with the suppression of sense, 
some of the lights prophetical may become clarified and prevail, inasmuch as the senses are 
no longer dragging the soul back to their own world, nor occupying their whole attention. 
And so it sees in waking what others see in sleep. But if it has attained absolute perfection, it 
is not limited to apprehending the visible form merely; it passes direct from that to the 'inner 
idea, and it is disclosed to such an one that faith is drawing the soul of an Abdul-Rahman to 
the World Above (described by the word "Paradise"), while wealth and riches are drawing it 
down to this present life, the World Below. If the inlluences which draw it to the 
preoccupations of this world are more stubbom than those which draw it to the other world, 
the soul is wholly turned away from its joumey to Paradise. But if the attraction of faith is 
stronger, the soul is merely occasioned difficulty, or retarded, in its course, and the symbol 
for this in the world of sense is a crawl. It is thus that mysteries are shown forth from behind 
the crystal transparencies 
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of the imagination. Nor is this limited to the Prophet's judgment about Abdul Rahman only, 
though it was only him he saw at that time. He passess judgment therein on; every man 
whose spiritual vision is strong, whose faith is firm, but whose wealth has so much multiplied 
that it threatens to crowd out his faith, only failing to do so because the power of that faith 
more than counterbalances it. This example illustrates to you the way in, which prophets used 
to see concrete objects, and have immediate vision of the spiritual, ideas behind them. Most 
frequently the idea, is presented to their direct inward vision first, and then looks down from 
thence on to [p. 39] the imaginative spirit and receives the imprint of some concrete object, 
analogous to the idea. What is conferred by inspiration in sleeping vision or dreams needs 
interpretation.[l] 

(ii) THE PS YCHOLOGY OR THE HUMAN SOUL: ITS FIVE FACULTIES OR SPIRITS 
The gradations of human Spirits Luminous; 

[1. ( Note by Ghazzali.) The proportion borne by dreams to the other characteristics of prophethood is as one to 
forty-six. That borne by waking vision has a greater ratio-as one to three, I believe, for it has been revealed to us 
that the prophetic characteristics fall definitely into three categories, and of these three one is waking vision.] 
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in knowing which we may know the symbolism of the Light-Verse in Koran. 

The /iV.s7 of these is the sensory spirit. This is the recipient of the information brought in by 
the senses; for it is the root and origin of 'the animal spirit, and constitutes the differentia, of 
the animal genus. It is sound in the infant at the breast. 

The second is the imaginative spirit. This .is the recorder of the information conveyed by the 
senses. It keeps that information filed and ready to hand, so as to present it to the 
intelligential spirit above it, when the information is called for. It is not found in the infant at 



the beginning of its evolution. This is why an infant wants to get hold of a thing when he sees 
it, while he forgets about it when it is out of his sight. No conflict of desire arises in his soul 
for something out of sight until he gets a little older, when he begins to cry for it and asks to 
have it, because its image is still with him, preserved in his imagination, This faculty is 
possessed by some, but not all animals. It is not found, for example, in the moth which 
perishes 
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in the flame. [p. 40] The moth makes for the flame, because of its desire for the sunlight, and, 
thinking that the flame is a window opening to the sunlight, it hurries on to the flame, and 
injures itself. Yet, if it flies on into the dark, back it comes again, time after time. Now had it 
the mnemonic spirit, which gives permanence to the sensation of pain that is conveyed by the 
tactile sense, it would not retum to the flame after being hurt once by it. On the other hand, 
the dog that has received one whipping runs away whenever it sees the stick again. 

Third, the intelligential spirit. This apprehends ideas beyond the spheres of sense and 
imagination. It is the specifically human faculty. It is not found in the lower animals, nor yet 
in children. The objects of its apprehension are axioms of necessary and universal 
application, as we mentioned in the section in which the light of intelligence was given 
precedence over that of the eye. 

Fourth , the discursive spirit. This takes the data of pure reason and combines them, 
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arranges them as premises, and deduces from them informing knowledge. Then it takes, for 
example, two conclusions thus learned, combines them again, and learns a fresh conclusion; 
and so goes on multiplying itself ad infinitum. 

Fifth, the transcendental prophetic spirit. This is the property of prophets and some saints. 
By it the unseen tables and statutes of the Law are revealed from the other world, together 
with several of the sciences of the Realms Celestial and Terrestrial, and pre-eminently 
theology, the science of Deity, which the intelligential and discursive spirit cannot compass. 
It is this that is alluded to in the text, "Thus dicl We inspire thee with a spiritfrom Our power. 
Thou didst not know what is the Book, nor what is Faith, [p. 41] hut we made that spirit a 
light wherewith we guide whom We will of our vassals. And thou, verily, dost guide into a 
straight way."[ 1] And here, a word to thee, thou recluse in thy rational world of the 
intelligence! Why should it be impossible that beyond reason there should be a further plane, 
on 

[l.S.42, 52.] 
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which appear things which do not appear on the plane of the intelligence, just as it is possible 
for the intelligence itself to be a plane above the discriminating faculty and the senses; and 



for relations of wonders and marvels to be made to it that were beyond the reach of the senses 
and the discriminative faculty? Beware of making the ultimate perfection stop at thyself ! 
Consider the intuitive faculty of poetry, if thou wilt have an example of everyday experience, 
taken from those special gifts which particularize some men. Behold how this gift, which is a 
sort of perceptive faculty, is the exclusive possession of some; while it is so completely 
denied to others that they cannot even distinguish the scansion of a typical measure from that 
of its several variations. Mark how extraordinary is this intuitive faculty in some others, 
insomuch that they produce music and melodies, and all the various grief-, delight-, slumber-, 
weeping-, madness-, murder-, and swoon-producing modes! Now these effects only occur 
strongly in one who has this original, intuitive sense. A person destitute of it hears the sounds 
just as much as the other, but 
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the emotional effects are by him only very faintly experienced, and he exhibits surprise at 
those whom they send into raptures or swoons. And even were all the professors of music in 
the world to call a conference with a view of making him understand the meaning of this 
musical sense, they would be quite powerless to do so. Here, then, is an example taken from 
the gross phenomena which are easiest for you to understand. Apply this now to this peculiar 
prophetical sense. And strive earnestly to become one of those who experience mystically 
something [p. 42] of the prophetic spirit; for saints have a specially large portion thereof. If 
thou canst not compass this, then try, by the discipline of the syllogisms and analogies set 
forth or alluded to in a previous page, to be one of those 'who have knowledge of it 
scientifically. But if this, too, is beyond thy powers, then the least thou canst do is to become 
one of those who simply have faith in it (" Alldh exalts those that havefaith among you, ancl 
those who acquire knowledge in their several ranks").[ 1] Scientific knowledge is above faith, 
and mystic experience is above knowledge. The province of mystic experience 

[1. S. 58. 11.] 
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is feeling; of knowledge, ratiocination, and of faith, bare acceptance of the creed of one's 
fathers, together with an unsuspicious attitude towards the two superior classes. 

You now know the five human spirits. So we proceed: they are all of them Lights, for it is 
through their agency that every sort of existing thing is manifested, including objects of sense 
and imagination. For though it is true that the lower animals also perceive these said objects, 
mankind possesses a different, more refined, and higher species of those two faculties they 
having been created in man for a different, higher, and more noble end. In the lower animals 
they were only created as an instrument for acquiring food, and for subjecting them to 
mankind. But in mankind they were created to be a net to chase a noble quarry through all the 
present world; to wit, the first principles of the religious sciences. For example, a man may, 
in perceiving with his, visual sense a certain individual, apprehend, through his intelligence, a 
universal and absolute idea, as we saw in our example of Abdul Rahman the son of ' Awf. 
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PART III. -THE APPLICATION TO THE LIGHT-VERSE AND THE 

YEILS TRADITION 


(0 THE EXPOSITION OF THE SYMBOLISM OF THE LIGHT-VERSE 

We now come to what the symbolism of this Verse actually signifies. The full exposition of 
the parallelism between these five classes of Spirit, and the fivefold Niche; Glass, Lamp, 
Tree, and Oil, [p. 43] could be indefinitely prolonged. But we must be content with shortly 
indicating the method of the symbolism. 

1. Consider the sensory spirit. Its lights, you observe, come through several apertures, the 
eyes, ears, nostrils, etc. Now the aptest symbol for this, in our world of experience, is the 
Niche for a lamp in a wall. 

2. Take next the imaginative spirit. It has three peculiarities: first, that it is of the stuff that 
this gross lower world is made of, for its objects have definite and limited size, and shape, 
and dimension, and are definitely related to the subject in respect of distance. Further, 
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one of the properties of a gross substance whereof corporal attributes are predicated is to be 
opaque to the light of pure intelligence, which transcends these categories of direction, 
quantity, and distance. But, secondly, if that substance is clarified, refined, disciplined, and 
controlled, it attains to a correspondence with and a similarity to the ideas of the intelligence, 
and becomes transparent to light from them. Thirdly, the imagination is at first very much 
needed, in order that intelligential knowledge may be controlled by it, so that that knowledge 
be not disturbed, unsettled, and dissipated, and so get out of hand. The images supplied by the 
imagination hold together the knowledge supplied by the intellect. Now, in the world of 
everyday experience the sole object in which you will find these three peculiarities, in 
relation to physical lights, is Glass. For glass also is originally an opaque substance, but is 
clarified and refined until it becomes transparent to the light of a lamp, which indeed it 
transmits unaltered. Again, glass keeps the lamp from being put out by a draught or violent 
jerking. [p. 44] By what, 
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then, could possibly the imagination be more aptly symbolized? 

3. The intelligential spirit, which gives cognizance of the divine ideas. The point of the 
symbolism must be obvious to you. You know it already from our preceding explanation of 
the doctrine that the prophets are a "Light-giving lamp." 

4. The ratiocinative spirit. Its peculiarity is to begin from one proposition, then to branch out 
into two, which two become four and so on, until by this process of logical division they 
become very numerous. It leads, finally, to conclusions which in their tum become germs 
producing like conclusions, these latter being also susceptible of continuation, each with 



each. The symbol which our world yields for this is a Tree. And when further we consider 
that the fruit of the discursive reason is material for this multiplying, establishing, and fixing 
of all knowledge, it will naturally not be typified by trees like quince, apple, pomegranate, 
nor, in brief, by any other tree whatever, except the Olive. For the quintessence of the fruit of 
the olive is its oil, which is the material which feeds 
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the lamps, and has this peculiarity, as against all other oils, that it increases radiance. Again, 
if people give the adjective "blessed" to specially fruitful trees, surely the tree the fruitfulness 
whereof is absolutely infinite should be named Blessecll Finally, if the ramifications of those 
pure, intellectual propositions do not admit of relation to direction and to distance, then may 
the antitypical tree will be said to be "Neither from the East norfrom the West." 

5. The transcendental prophetic spirit, which is possessed by saints as well as prophets if it is 
absolutely luminous and clear. For the thought-spirit is divided [p. 45] into that which needs 
be instructed, advised, and supplied from without, if the acquisition of knowledge is to be 
continuous; while a portion of it is absolutely, clear, as though it were self-luminous, and had. 
no external source of supply. Applying these, considerations, we see how justly this clear, 
strong natural faculty is described by the words, "Whose Oil were well-nigh luminant, though 
Fire touched it not;" for there be Saints whose light shines so bright that it is "well-nigh"' 
independent of that which Prophets 
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supply, while there be Prophets whose light is "well-nigh" independent of that which Angels 
'supply. Such is the symbolism, and aptly does zit typify this class. 

And inasmuch as the lights of the human spirit are graded rank on rank, then that of Sense 
comes first, the foundation and preparation for the Imagination (for the latter can only be 
conceived as superimposed after Sense); those of the Intelligence and Discursive Reason 
come thereafter. All which explains why the Glass is, as it were, the place for the Lamp's 
immanence; and the Niche, for the Glass: that is to say, the Lamp is within the Glass, and the 
Glass within the Niche. Finally, the existence, as we have seen, of a graded succession of 
Lights explains the words of the text "Light upon Light." 

Epilogue: the Darkness Verse 

But this symbolism holds only for the 'hearts of true believers, or of prophets and saints, but 
not for the hearts of misbelievers; 'for the term "light" is expressive of right-guidance alone. 
But as for the man who is tumed from the path of guidance, he is false, 
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he is darkness; nay, he is darker than darkness. For darkness is natural; it leads one neither 
one way nor the other; but the minds of misbelievers, and the whole of their perceptions, are 
perverse, and support each other mutually in the actual deluding of their owners. They are 



like a man "in some fathomless sea, ovem’helmed [p. 46] by billow topped by billow topped 
by cloud; darkness on darkness piled\"\ 1 ] Now that fathomless sea is the World, this world 
of mortal dangers, of evil chances, of blinding trouble. The first "billow" is the wave of lust, 
whereby souls acquire the bestial attributes,[2] and are occupied with sensual pleasures, and 
the satisfaction of worldly ambitions, so that "they eat and luxuriate like cattle. Hell slmll be 
their place of entertainmentl" [3] Well does this wave represent darkness, therefore; since 
love for the creature makes the soul both blind and deaf. The second "billow" is the wave of 
the ferocious attributes, which impel. the soul to wrath, enmity, hatred, prejudice, 

[l.S.24, 40. 

2. The lollowing tripartite division of the soul, with its analogues, is Platonic (see Republic , bk. iv). 

3. S. 12,47.] 
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envy, boastfulness, ostentation, pride. Well is this, too, the symbol of darkness, for wrath is 
the demon of man's intelligence; and well also is it the uppermost billow, for anger is mostly 
stronger even than Just; swelling wrath diverts the soul from lust and makes it oblivious of 
enjoyment; lust cannot for a moment stands up against anger at its height, Finally, "the cloud" 
is rank beliefs, and lying heresies, and corrupt imaginings, which become so many veils 
veiling the misbeliever from the true faith, from knowledge of the Real, and from 
illumination by the sunlight of the Koran and human intelligence. For it is the property of a 
cloud to veil the shining of the sunlight. Now these things, being all of them darkness, are 
well called "darkness on darkness piled", shutting the soul out from the knowledge of things 
near, [p. 47] let alone things far away; veiling the misbeliever, therefore, from the 
apprehension of the miraculousness of the Prophet, though he is so near to grasp, so manifest 
upon the least reflection. Truly it might be said of such an, one that " when a man putteth forth 
his hand, he can well-nigh see it not."[ 1] Finally, if all 

[l.S.24, 40.] 
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these Lights have, as we, saw, their source and origin in the great Primary, the One Real, then 
every Confessor of the Unity may well believe that " the manfor whom Alldh doth not cause 
light, no light at cdl hath he."[ 1] 

And now you must be content with thus much of the mysteries of this Verse. 

(ii) THE EXPOSITION OF THE SYMBOLISM OF THE SEVENTY THOUSAND VEILS 

What is the signification of the tradition, " Alldh hath Seventy Thouscmd Veils ofLight ancl 
Darkness: were He to withdraw their curtain, then woulcl the splendours ofHis Aspect surely 
consume everyone who apprehenclecl Him with his sight." (Some read "seven hundred veils;" 
others, "seventy thousand.") 



I explain it thus. Allah is in, by, and for himself glorious. A veil is necessarily related to those 
from whom the glorious object is veiled. Now these among men are of three kinds, according 
as their veils are pure darkness; mixed darkness and light; or pure light. 

The subdivisions of these three are very numerous. That much only is certain. I could 

[l.S.24, 40.] 
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no doubt make some far-fetched enumeration of these subdivisions; but I have no confidence 
in the results of such defining and enumerating, for none knows whether they were really 
intended or not. As for the fixing of the number at seven hundred, or at seventy thousand, this 
is a matter that only the prophetic power can compass. My own clear impression, however, is 
that these numbers are not mentioned in the way of definite enumeration at all, for [p. 48] 
numbers are not infrequently mentioned without any intention of limitation, but rather to 
denote some indefinitely great quantity:~ God knows best! That point, then, is beyond our 
competence, and all I can do now is to unfold to you these three main divisions and a few of 
the subdivisions. 


1. Those veilecl by Pure Darkness 

The first division consists of those who are veiled by pure darkness. These are the atheists 
"who believe not in Alldh, nor the Last Day."[ 1] These are they " who love this present life 
more than that which is to come,"[ 2] for they do not believe in that which is to come at all. 
They 

[1. S. 4, 37. 

2. S. 14, 3.] 
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fall into subdivisions. 

First, there are those who desire to discover a cause to account for the world, and make 
Nature that cause. But nature is an, attribute which inheres in material substances, and is 
immanent in them, and is moreover a, dark one, for it has no knowledge, nor perception, nor 
self-consciousness, nor consciousness, nor light perceived through the medium of physical 
sight. 

Secondly, their are those whose preoccupation is self, and who in no wise busy themselves. 
about the quest for causality. Rather, they live the life of the beasts of the field. This veil is, 
as it were, their self-centred ego, and, their lusts of darkness; for there is no darkness, so 
intense as slavery to self-impulse and self-love. "Hast thou seen,” saith Allah, "the man who 
makes self-impulse his god?"\ 1 ] and the Prophet, " Self-impulse is the hatefullest ofthe gods, 
worshipped instead ofAlldh." 



This last division may farther be subdivided. There is one class which has thought that this 
world's Chief End is the satisfaction, 

[l.S.25,43.] 
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of one's wants, lusts, and animal pleasures, whether connected with sex, or food, or drink, or 
raiment. These, therefore, are the creatures of pleasure; pleasure is their god, the goal of their 
ambition, and in winning her they believe that they have won felicity. Deliberately and 
willingly do they place themselves at the level of the beasts of the field; nay, at a viler level 
than the beasts. Can darkness be conceived more intense than this? Such men are, indeed, 
veiled by darkness unadulterated. Another class has thought that man's Chief End is conquest 
and domination-the taking of prisoners, and captives, and life. [49] Such is the idea of the 
Arabs, certain of the Kurds, and withal very numerous fools. Their veil is the dark veil of the 
ferocious attributes, because these dominate them, so that they deem the running down of 
their quarry the height of bliss. These, then, are content to occupy the level of beasts of prey, 
nay, one more degraded still. A third class has supposed that the Chief End is riches and 
prosperity, because wealth is the instrument for the satisfaction of every lust. Their concern is 
therefore the heaping up and multiplication 
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of riches— the multiplication of property, real estate, personal estate, thoroughbreds, tlocks, 
herds, fields and the rest. Such men hoard their pelf underground— you may see them toiling 
their lives long, embarking on perils by land, perils by sea, up-date, down-lea, piling up 
wealth, and yet grudging it to themselves— and how much more others! These are they whom 
the Prophet had in view when he said, "Poor wretch, the slave ofmoney\ Poor wretch, the 
slave ofgolcl\" And, indeed, what darkness is in tenser than that which blinds mankind to the 
fact that gold and silver are just two metals, unwanted for their own sakes, no better than 
gravel unless they are made a means to various ends, and spent upon things worth spending 
on? A fourth class had advanced a step higher than the total folly of these last, and has 
supposed that the supreme felicity is found in the extension of a man's personal reputation, 
the spread of his own renown, the increase of his own following and his inllucncc over 
others. You may see these admiring themselves in their own looking-glasses! One of them, 
who may be suffering hunger and 
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penury at home, will be spending his substance on clothes, and trying to look his smartest 
therein, [p. 50] just in order to avoid contemptuous glances when he walks abroad! 

Innumerable are the varieties of this species, and one and all are veiled from Allah by pure 
darkness, and they themselves are darkness. So there is no need to mention all the individual 
varieties, when once attention has been called to the species. One of these varieties which we 
should, however, mention is the sort that confesses with their tongues the Creed "There is no 
god but Allah," but are probably urged thereto by fear alone, or the desire to beg from 



Mohammadans, or to curry favour with them, or to get financial assistance out of them, or by 
a merely fanatical zeal, to support the opinions of their fathers. For if the Creed fails to impel 
these to good works, by no means shall it secure their elevation from the dark sphere to light. 
Rather are their patron-saints devils, who lead them from the light into the darkness. But he 
whom the Creed so touches that his evil deeds displease him and his good deeds give him 
pleasure, has 
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passed from pure darkness even though he be a great sinner still. 

2. Those veiled by mixed Light and Darkness 

The second division consists of those who are veiled by mixed light and darkness. It consists 
of three main kinds: first, those whose darkness has its origin in the Senses; secondly, in the 
Imagination; thirdly, in false syllogisms of the Intelligence. 

First, then, those veiled by the darkness of the Senses. These are persons who one and all 
have got beyond that self-absorption which was the characteristic of all the first division, as 
they deify something outside the self, and have some yearning for the knowledge of the 
Deity. The first grade of these consists of the idol-worshippers, the last grade consists of the 
dualists; between which extremes come other grades. 

The first, the idolaters, are aware, in general, that they have a deity whom they must prefer to 
their dark selves, and believe [p. 51] that their deity is mightier than everything else, and 
more to be prized that every prize. 
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But the darkness of sense veils from them the knowledge that they must transcend the world 
of sense in this quest; so that they make for themselves from the more precious minerals, 
gold, silver, gems, etc., figures splendidly fashioned, and then take those images unto 
themselves as gods. Such men are veiled by the light of Majesty and Beauty from the 
attributes of Allah and his light: they have affixed these attributes to sense-perceived bodies; 
which sense has blocked out the light of Allah; for the senses are darkness in relation to the 
World Spiritual, as we have already shown. 

The second class, composed of the remotest Turkish tribes, who have no organized religious 
community and no definite religious code, believe that they have a deity, and that that deity is 
some particularly beautiful object; so that when they see a human being of exceptional 
beauty, or similarly a tree, or a horse, etc., they worship it and call it their god. These are 
veiled by the light of Beauty mixed with the darkness of Sense. They have penetrated further 
than the idolaters into the Realm of Light 
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in the discovery of Light, for they are worshippers of Beauty in the absolute, not in the 
individual; and they do not limit it specially to one individual to the exclusion of others; and 
then, again, the Beauty they worship is of Nature's hand, and not of their own. 

The third class say, Our deity must be in His essence Light, glorious in His express image, 
majestic in Himself, terrible in His presence, intolerant of approach; and yet He must be 
likewise perceptible. For the imperceptible is meaningless in the opinion of these. Then 
because they find Fire thus characterized, they worship it and take it unto themselves as lord. 
Such are veiled by the light of Dominion and of Glory, [p. 52] which are, indeed, two of the 
Lights of Allah. 

The fourth class think that, since we have control over fire, kindling or quenching it at will, it 
cannot serve as divinity. Only that which possessing the attribute of Dominion and Glory and 
has us under its absolute sway, and is withal very higher and lifted up-only this avails for 
divinity. Astrology is the science that is celebrated among this folk, the attribution 
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to each star of its special inAuence: so that some worship Cynosura and others Jupiter, and 
others some other heavenly body, according to the many inlluences with which they believe 
the several stars are endued. These, then, are veiled by Light, the Light of the Sublime, the 
Luminous, the Potent; which are also three of the Lights of Allah. 

The fifth class support the fourth in their fundamental idea, but they say that it does not befit 
their Lord to be describable as small or great among light-giving substances, but He must be 
the greatest of them; and so they worship the Sun, which, they say, is the Greatest of All. 
Such are veiled by the Light of Greatness, in addition to the former lights; but are still blent 
with the darkness of the Senses. 

The sixth class advance higher still and say, The sun has no monopoly of light; bodies other 
than the sun have each one its light. So, as the deity must have no partner in lightfulness, they 
worship Absolute Light, which embraces all lights, and think that It is the Lord of the 
Universe, and that all good things are attributable to it. Then, since they perceive 
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the existence of evils in the world, and will by no means allow them to be attributed to their 
deity, He being wholly void of evil, they conceive of a struggle between Him and the 
Darkness, [53] and these two are called by them, as I suppose, Yazdan and Ahriman; which is 
the sect of the Dualists. 

This must suffice for the exemplification of this division, the classes whereof are more 
numerous than those we have mentioned. 

Second, those veiled by some light, mixed with the darkness of the Imagination. These have 
got beyond the senses, for they assert the existence of something behind the objects of sense, 
but are unable to get beyond the imagination, and so have worshipped a Being who actually 
sits on a throne. The meanest grade of these is called the Corporealists; then all the various 



Karramites, into whose writings and opinions we cannot go here, for to multiply words 
thereon were bootless. But the highest in degree are those who denied to Allah corporality 
and all its accidentia, except on e—direction, and that direction upwards; for (say they) that 
which is not referable to any direction, 
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and cannot be characterized as either within or without the world, does not exist at. all, since 
it cannot be imagined by the imagination.[l] They failed to perceive that the very first degree 
of the intelligibilia takes us clean beyond all reference whatsoever to direction and 
dimension. 

Third, those who are veiled by Light divine, mixed with the darkness of false syllogisms of 
the Intelligence, and who worship a deity, that "Heareth, Seeth, and hath Knowledge, Power, 
Will, Life", and transcends all directions, including direction upwards; but whose conception 
of these attributes is relative to their own; so that some of them may even have declared 
outright that His "speech" is with sounds and letters like ours; while others advanced a step 
higher, it may be, and said, "Nay, but it is like our thought-speech, both soundless and 
letterless." Thus, when they were challenged to show that "hearing, sight, life", etc., are real 
in Allah they fell back on what was essentially anthropomorphism, though 

[1. See Averroes, opusc. cit., p. 61, Cairo ed., p. 51.] 
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they repudiated it[l] formally; for they utterly failed to apprehend what [p. 54] the attribution 
of[l] these ideas to Allah really signifies. Thus they, say, in regard to His will, that it is 
contingent, like ours; that it is a demanding and a purposing, like ours. All of which opinions 
are well-known, and we need not go into further details with regard to them: These, then, are 
veiled by several of the divine Lights, mixed with the. darkness of false syllogisms of the 
intelligence., All such are various classes of the second division, which consists of those 
veiled by mixed. light and darkness. 

3. Those veiled by Pure Light 

The third division are those veiled with, pure Light, and they also fall into several classes. I 
cannot enumerate all, but only refer to three. 

The first of these have searched out and understood the true meaning of the divine. attributes, 
and have grasped that when thee divine attributes are named Speech, Will 

[1. It seems inevitable to read ###. The temininc Pronoun could only refer to ### which makes nonsense. To 
refer it to a supplied masdar does not seem to be in our author's manner.] 
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Power, Knowledge, and the rest, it is not according to our human mode of nomenclature. And 
this has led them to avoid denoting Him, by these attributes altogether, and to denote Him 
simply by a reference to His creation, as 'Moses did in his answer to Pharaoh, when the latter 
asked, "And what, pray, is the Lord of .the Universe?" and he replied, '"The Lord, Whose 
Holiness transcends even the ideas of these attributes,' He, the Mover and Orderer of the 
Heavens."[l] 

The second mount higher than these, inasmuch as they perceived that the Heavens are a 
plurality, and that the mover of every several Heaven is another being, called an Angel, and 
that these angels form a plurality, and that their relation to the other Lights Divine is as the 
relation of the stars to[2] all other visible lights. [3] Then they perceived that these Heavens 
are enveloped by another Sphere, by whose motion all the rest revolve once in twenty-four 
hours, and that finally The LORD is He Who communicates motion to this outermost Sphere, 

[l.SeeS.26, 23 ff.. 

2. Reading ### for ###. 

3. Cf. S.41, 11.] 
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which encloses all the rest, on the ground (say they) that plurality must be denied of Him. 

The third mount higher than these also, [p. 55], and say that this direct communication of 
motion to the celestial bodies must be an act of service to the Lord of the Universe, an act of 
worship and obedience to His command, and rendered by one of His creatures, an Angel, 
who stands to the pure Light Divine in the relation of the Moon to the other visible lights; and 
they asserted that the LORD is the Obeyed-One of this Angelic Movent, and that the 
Almighty must be considered the universal Movent indirectly and by way of command only 
(amr),[l] but not directly by way of act. The explication of which "command" and what it 
really is contains much that is obscure, and too difficult for most minds, besides being 
beyond the scope of this book. 

These, then, are grades all of which are veiled by Lights without admixture of Darkness. 

4. The Goal Ofthe Quest 
But those who ATTAIN make a fourth 
[l.SeeS. 7,53.] 


173 

grade, to Whom, in turn, it has been made clear that this Obeyed-One, if identified with, 
Allah, would have been given attributes negative of His pure Unity and perfection, on 
account of a mystery which it is not in the scope of this book to reveal; and that the relation 
of this Obeyed-One to THE REAL EXISTENCE is as the relaxation of the Sun to Essential 
Light, or of the live coal to the Elemental Fire, and so "turned their faces"[l] from him who 



moves the heavens and him who issued the command (amara) for their moving, and Attained 
unto an Existent who transcends ALL that is comprehensible by human Sight or human 
Insight; for they found IT transcendent of and separate from every characterization that in the 
foregoing we have made. 

And these last are also divided. Lor one class the whole content of the perceptible is. 
consumed away— consumed, obliterated, and annihilated; yet the soul itself remains 
contemplating the absolute Beauty and Holiness and contemplating herself in her beauty, 
which is conferred on her by this Attainment unto the 

[l.See M. pp. [30,31].] 
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Presence Divine [p. 56] In them, then, the seen things, but not the seeing, soul, are 
obliterated. 

And they are passed by others, among whom are the Lew of the Lew; whom "the splendours 
of the Countenance sublime consume",[l] and the majesty of the Divine Glory obliterate; so 
that they are themselves blotted out, annihilated. Lor self-contemplation there is no more 
found a place, because with the self they have no longer anything to do. Nothing remaineth 
any more save the One, the Real; and the import of His word, "All perisheth save His 
Countenance,"[2 ] becomes the experience of the soul. To this we have made reference in the 
first chapter, where we set forth in what sense they named this state "Identity," and how they 
conceived the same. 

Such is the ultimate degree of those who Attain. Some of these souls had not, in their upward 
Progress and Ascent, to climb step by step the stages we have described; neither did their 
ascension cost them any length of time; but with their first flight they attained to the 

[1. See the Tradition on p. [2]. 

2. S. 28, 88.] 
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knowledge of the Holiness and the confession that His sovereignty transcends everything that 
it must be confessed to transcend. They were overcome at the very first by the knowledge 
which overcame the rest at the very last. The onset of God's epiphany came upon them with 
one rush, so that all that is apprehensible by the sight of Sense or by the insight of 
Intelligence was by "the splendours of His Countenance utterly consumed". It may be that 
that first was the way of Abraham, the Lriend of Allah, while the latter was the way of 
Mohammed, the Beloved of Allah. Allah alone knoweth the mysteries of their Progress and 
of their Stations on the Way of Light. 


Such is our account of the classes of the veiled by the Veils; and it were not strange, if, after 
all these Stations were fully classified and the veils of the Pilgrims Mystical were fully 



studied, the number of classes were found to amount to Seventy Thousand. Yet, if you look 
carefully, you shall find that of them all not one falls outside the divisions which we have set 
forth. For, as we have shown, they must be veiled by their own human attributes 
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or by the senses, imagination, discursive intelligence; or by pure light. 

This is what has occurred to me by way of answer [57] to your interrogations, though, these 
came to me at a time when my thought was divided, and my mind preoccupied, and my 
attention given to other matters than this. May not my suggestion be, then, that you ask 
forgiveness for me for anything wherein my pen. has erred, or my foot has slipped? For 'tis a, 
hazardous thing to plunge into the fathomless. sea of the divine mysteries; and hard, hard it is 
to essay the discovery of the Lights Supernal that are beyond the Veil. 

THE END 



